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When chef Richard Ekkebus opened Amber in 2005, he turned the 
Hong Kong dining scene on its head. The fine-dining restaurant in the 
then-new Landmark Mandarin Oriental’s featured French techniques 
but incorporated Asian ingredients. The food was exemplary, but it 
wasn’t what people were used to and it took time for the restaurant to be 
embraced by the city’s culinary connoisseurs. Eventually, however, many 
grew to love it and everything it stood for.
When Amber closed for extensive renovation in December 2018, it held 
two Michelin stars and could claim a high of third place on Asia’s 50 Best 
Restaurants list. But, never one to rest on his laurels, Ekkebus had realised 
it was once again time for change – after all, nothing lasts forever. 
“It has been a great success,” says the chef, reflecting on his culinary 
journey with Amber. “But with success come questions: is this success 
going to be eternal or do we need to evolve according to the changing 
needs of guests?” 
The new Amber more than answers that question. It may hark back to 
the boundary-pushing nature of its beginnings but reflects a marked 
transformation and demonstrates Ekkebus’ ever-present drive to 
challenge the establishment and keep moving forward. 
“I think there always needs to be a rebel,” he says. “And within the 
[Mandarin Oriental Hotel] group, I’m always the rebel.”
In May, a new Amber, complete with fresh, striking interiors, opened. But it 
is in the menu that Amber appears – at least at first – most transformed, 
eschewing as it does, dairy, gluten and refined sugar. However, much of 
this is not entirely new. Amber had in fact been reducing animal proteins 
for some time, serving only vegetarian and vegan canapés for the last 
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six years and, in the last eight months before the restaurant closed, 
practically eliminating dairy in most dishes. “It is just that when we 
reopened, we said, this now becomes the rule,” says Ekkebus. “It was not 
a rule before.”
Ekkebus sees this new direction as a “logical evolution”. Considering the 
dietary requirements of his guests he says that the approach was, at least 
in part, dictated by diner demand. And instead of being restrictive, the 
chef has discovered so much potential for innovation. 
“All of a sudden, we’re working with new products that are pretty much 
unknown in most restaurants.” He cites enriched soya milk that can 
be whipped to a wonderful creaminess, deodorised coconut oil that 
replaces butter, and as many as 70 different plant-based extra virgin oils. 
“For a very long time I was using five to six oils, but when we started to 
identify all these different oils, it gave us all these opportunities that we 
have never explored, because we were so comfortable with our butter 
and our olive oil. I realised that I have been totally ignorant for my entire 
professional career. All these oils have properties or qualities that instead 
of taking something away actually bring something to a dish.”
Additionally, he’s been exploring other areas, from making his own tofu to 
embracing the diversity of the vegetable kingdom. “We want to show that 
vegetables are not boring and that the vegetable kingdom is one of the 
most exciting kingdoms in the world, especially if you compare it to the 
animal kingdom, which is extremely limited.” 
Many of Ekkebus’ new parameters also tie into sustainability, which has long 
been a focus. As early as 2008 he was serving sustainably-sourced fish. 
Five years ago he stopped using plastic straws. And he recently established 
a water-bottling plant within the hotel to produce both still and sparkling 
water, negating any need to ship bottled water halfway around the world. 
Amber’s reopening has seen further carbon-saving measures. Linen 
tablecloths have been removed to save on the emissions associated with 
laundry and replaced with beautifully designed tables. And then there’s 
the reduction in the use of animal products. While meat may still be on 
the menu – “we are not a vegetarian restaurant,” says Ekkebus, “and you 
cannot tackle all the problems in one go” – the elimination of dairy alone 
is significant. Amber was previously bringing in about 35,000kg of butter 
and cream every year. “Our aim is to work towards a much more carbon-
neutral environment,” he says.
The sustainability ambitions also cater to a new generation of consumers, 
who are increasingly concerned with corporate practices. Ekkebus says 
he is constantly asked why he pioneers such initiatives: what does he gain? 
“It’s not what you gain,” he says, “it’s what you are going to lose, because 
the consumers of tomorrow are going to make their decisions based on 
how you operate socially. It is critical today. There’s a real problem and we 
all collectively need to make a change.”
It’s a message that Ekkebus hopes guests will take home from a dining 
experience at Amber. Hong Kong is one of the largest protein consumers 
in the world. To highlight this point, plant-based dishes are presented with 
an explanation about Hong Kong’s extreme appetite for animal protein 
and how if the whole world ate like Hongkongers do, we would be in serious 
need of a second planet. “It’s a little bit of a scare tactic in a funny way. 
People smile at it but I hope they walk away saying yes, we need to eat less 
protein,” he says. 
For all these changes, Amber remains a fine-dining establishment. 
“It’s still an experience of indulgence first,” assures Ekkebus, though 
he has tweaked the traditional fine dining model for the modern day, 
doing away with canapés and the excessive petit fours that at times 























Opposite page: Chef 
Richard Ekkebus in the 









This page, from below 
left: Avocado, Lime, 
Sicilian Pistachio, 
Granny Smith and Thai 
Basil at Amber; the 
restaurant’s new look
16 客道 | 國際廚藝學院 | 二〇一九年九月號 17SEPTEMBER 2019 | INTERNATIONAL CULINARY INSTITUTE | AMBROSIA





Ambrosia201909_Richard Ekkebus.indd   17 /9/2019  12 1
2
AMBROSIA ?? : The Magazine of The International Culinary Institute, Vol. 8, Iss. 1 [2019], Art. 13
https://repository.vtc.edu.hk/ive-hosts-ambrosia/vol8/iss1/13
Opposite page, from 
far left: Aka Amadai, 
Langoustine, Lardo di 
Collanata, Myoga and 
Sake Lees at Amber; 
the restaurant’s 
more contemporary 







that. “The goal is to have a successful restaurant and to 
train high-quality staff members that go on to do their 
own thing. That’s the legacy of a successful restaurant, not 
how well you are copied,” he says.
Amber’s culinary alumni are already impressive: Maxime Gilbert, 
previously Amber’s chef de cuisine, runs two-Michelin-starred 
Écriture in Hong Kong, while Ekkebus’ former number two at Amber, 
Sidney Schutte, has received two Michelin stars for his restaurant 
Spectrum in Amsterdam. Another Amber alumnus, Stephanie Wong, 
recently founded French-Cantonese bistro Roots Eatery in Hong Kong.
With a proven track record of nurturing young chefs – and one that will likely 
expand as he recently joined ICI’s stable of Honorary Advisors – Ekkebus 
himself learnt from the best during his own years of culinary training. 
The Dutch chef worked under Robert Kranenborg and Hans Snijders, 
Michelin pedigree chefs based in his native Holland. “It was Robert 
[Kranenborg] who, after I won a big competition, said to me, if you want 
to further evolve, you need to leave Holland and work in France under the 
big three-star chefs,” says Ekkebus, who followed this advice, working with 
French masters Alain Passard, Guy Savoy and Pierre Gagnaire. 
None of this was by chance; Ekkebus singled each chef out. “I chose to 
work for these people and I did my utter best to be hired by them,” says 
it more playful, incorporating, for example, a trip for diners into the newly 
expanded and modernised kitchen for one course. 
“Quality is not defined by quantity or by a preset connotation of what fine 
dining is. What we are doing now is where I see fine dining going. It’s not perfect 
yet and will continue to evolve,” he says. “When we feel that everybody is 
starting to copy us again, we will move on. It’s about staying ahead of the curve.”
Ekkebus admits he would like his sustainable practices to set an example 







































思考方式。」因為不同的思維可以推動創意和激發反叛行為。   
Ekkebus, who went so far, for example, as to completely familiarise himself 
with rugby in order to impress Guy Savoy, who is crazy about the sport. 
“From Passard, I learned that it’s not about how many different 
ingredients you put on a plate – it’s about the product; it’s about the 
technique,” says Ekkebus of his experiences. “From Guy Savoy, I learned 
everything about teamwork. He was the only chef who had multiple 
restaurants and at the time that was quite new. I wanted to see how he 
did that. It was about seeing how to motivate people and make a large 
number of people follow you. With Pierre Gagnaire, I learnt that there are 
no written rules in gastronomy and that ultimately you need to follow 
your own instinct.”
It is perhaps Gagnaire’s influence that, to the outside world at least, 
appears to have been greatest. Ekkebus is certainly not one to follow 
the crowd but rather carves his own path to deliver a distinctive culinary 
philosophy and the accompanying cuisine and practices that support his 
particular vision. 
Those who work under him take structure and discipline from the talented 
chef, as well as a desire to deliver the best that they can each day. What 
Ekkebus really strives for, though, is “to produce chefs who are motivated, 
to make them better citizens through all the crazy sustainable things we 
do, and to make them a different thinker.” Because thinking differently 
drives innovation and sparks revolution.   
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